Rong Li

I am humbled and honored to receive the Women in Cell Biology Sandra K. Masur Senior Leadership Award. I came to the United States from China as a teenager; the United States is where I grew to adulthood, became a scientist, and raised my own family. My daughter's elementary school history class once included an exercise of finding ancestors among the lists of immigrants landing on Ellis Island by ship. I told my daughter that her "ancestors" landed in airplanes; nonetheless, our heritage in this country is no different from that of millions of American families.

My early upbringing in China left many sweet memories but was also turbulent, including several years with my parents in "re-education" labor camps for intellectuals during the Cultural Revolution. Luckily, by the time middle school started, China had returned to a rigorous educational system, especially in math and science. By the early 1980s, the very best college graduates were sent abroad in droves, especially to the United States, for graduate studies. This was also when I, a high schooler at the time, was first exposed to America in black and white through imported TV series such as "Man from Atlantis." The United States was a land of infinite fascination.

I arrived in New Haven in 1984. Yale University took a chance with me as its first undergraduate student admitted directly out of high school from the People's Republic of China. Yale had had a century-long relationship with China through a very active Yale--China Association. I was embraced by Yale--China immediately and got my first campus job working for the East Asian Studies Department. I was also introduced to the host family of Ms. Malone, who had befriended and helped many foreign students. On the first Sunday after my arrival, she took me to a church gathering where I was showered with every necessity, including a bicycle, on which I roamed the campus rushing between classes and various jobs. I spent many of my holidays with her while at Yale, and she is now a grandmother-like figure to my children.

Another family that adopted me at Yale was the lab of Professor Dieter Söll. There I had my first research project and a taste of life in the community of a laboratory. Graduate students in the lab took me under their wing. When I got into the prestigious URP program at Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory, they not only drove me there but also took me shopping for items needed for a summer by the beach. I expressed my affection for my lab family by drawing a charcoal portrait of each member, which Dieter framed and hung in the hallway. While I majored in Molecular Biophysics and Biochemistry, I took many art classes and owned a 6 × 6 ft canvas that was painted with oil over and over again for many assignments due to a limited budget. Right before graduation, however, the last painting on this canvas, which was of my bench in the lab, survived. To this day Dieter still has the painting hanging in the hallway of his lab at Yale.

After college, I wanted to explore the U.S. West Coast and went to UCSF as a graduate student and then UC Berkeley as a postdoc. There I experienced for the first time the exhilaration of a scientific breakthrough, the natural beauty and fun-loving spirit of California, and the magic of Joe Montana. I also continued to paint as a hobby. The department allowed me to exhibit my paintings on a bulletin board. One day, the late Professor Ira Herskowitz asked me how much he should pay for the smallest painting on the exhibit. I suggested 10 dollars but he gave me 50. That was the first painting I ever sold. Ira also taught me genetics, which became an important arsenal in my cell biological research.

My first faculty position took me to Boston (Harvard Medical School), for 10 years, and another 10 in the middle of the country (Stowers Institute). In Kansas City, we bought a small working farm to uniquely experience Midwest living ([Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). The 40 acres of land grew corn and soybeans in alternating years, managed by a local farmer equipped with a gigantic combine. We ourselves raised chickens, ducks, and once a turkey named Thanksgiving. Our children roamed the woods and creeks with our two dogs and climbed up and down bales of hay scattered on the pasture. One of my favorite chores was trimming the lawn on a wide riding mower*---*time would freeze amid the gentle humming of the machine, the full view of the green farm, warm winds in my face, and the scent of the freshly cut grass. My heart could not help singing*---this land is your land, this land is my land....* This is the land that we love and call home.

![A lab picnic on our farm outside of Kansas City, Missouri, in 2013.](mbc-30-2865-g002){#F1}

Fast forwarding to today, our Boston-born, Kansas City--grown children have graduated from middle and high school in Baltimore. This summer, I started a new adventure as Director of the Mechanobiology Institute at the National University of Singapore, while maintaining my professorship and lab at Johns Hopkins University. I am excited to serve as a scientific leader on the international stage, helping build biomedical research in a country and region of the world with a great passion and need for science.

I take tremendous pride as an American scientist, but I also firmly believe that the investigation of science has to be an international, collaborative enterprise. Over the years, my lab has been a microcosm of this international spirit, with students and postdocs coming from various parts of the world building a culture of respecting, helping, and collaborating with each other. This has been the foundation of our success and lasting joy of pursuing science. Each place and people brings a different strength. The knowledge that we create together belongs to the world, and it is beneficial to all only if we help elevate scientific research and education globally.

[^1]: DOI: [10.1091/mbc.E19-07-0389](http://www.molbiolcell.org/cgi/doi/10.1091/mbc.E19-07-0389). *Mol Biol Cell* 30, 2865--2866.

[^2]: Rong Li is the recipient of the 2019 ASCB Women in Cell Biology Sandra K. Masur Senior Leadership Award.
